The Loven Indigenous Script 

During recent field work we were privileged to be introduced to the 
indigenous writing system which, to our knowledge, is undescribed in the 
linguistic literature. The script was used into the 1930s by the anti-French 
rebellion led by Loven chief known as Kommadam. In it words are written 
with two characters— one for the initial consonant or sequence of consonants 
and one for the rime. Initial consonant sequences can also be written with 
sequences of characters. There are more than 300 characters, the majority of 
these being for the rimes. The characters are elaborately drawn, and there 
appears to be no system linking similar sounds to particular shapes, which 
greatly complicates learning of the system. The inventory of characters is so 
extensive that with them one can write any language of the area. 

This writing system surely represents a significant cultural achievement. It is 
quite different to the other, more famous, messianic script of the area, the 
Hmong script. The Hmong system was devised at least a generation later, is 
specially suited to Hmong only, and is really phonemic, because the rime 
characters are created by combining symbols for vowels and consonants by 
regular rules. Thus it appears that the 'Kommadam' script is of an 
unprecedented type for the area. 

Today older Loven nostalgically remember that they did have their own 
writing during the time they asserted their independence, itself a fascinating 

story. 
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At the end of the 1800s France abolished slavery in Indo-China and imposed a 
heavy poll tax which was three times the rate of tribute previously paid to 
Bangkok, This was a double blow to the communities and local elite alike who 
had previous paid their taxes by selling slaves. A major rebellion erupted, led 
by the Loven 'Holy Man* Bac My (also called Ong Keo). Bac My raised a huge 
army of disaffected Laos and hilltribesmen, causing great alarm among Thai 
and French colonial authorities. 

On the Thai side of the Mekong the revolt was quickly down, but in April 
1902 Bac My's army sxirrounded the French Commissariat in Savannakhet, 
convinced that they would be protected by magic powers. The French rifles 
killed more than 150 rebels, and the survivors fled to the Boloven Plateau. In 
1905, under military pressxire, Bac My surrendered, but one of his followers, 
the Lx>ven chief Kommadam, escaped. In Thailand Bac My gathered more 
arms and supporters and later rejoined Kommadam to continue the struggle. 

In 1910 a truce meeting was organised at which the French representative 
Fendler cowardly shot and killed Bac My. The colonialists then sent in a force 
to mop up the rebels, but instead they were ambushed and wiped out by 
Kommadam and his men. For a generation they were able to beat off French 
forces, who were disadvantaged in the then densly forested country. Things 
only changed in the 1930s when the authorities adopted a policy of total war, 
destroying whole villages and killing people in their thousands. Kommadam*s 
forces retreated to the hills on the east bank pf the Sekong river, but were 
eventually defeated in 1936 by a combination of massive ground attacks and 
areal bombing. 

According to Burchett (1957:243) Kommadam, who had learned to write 
while in prison in Attapeu, 

....developed a written language for the Lao Thenh people and established 
study classes among his own and allied tribes. 

With military defeat Kommadam was shot dead and materials written in the 
script were destroyed. There were some survivors who preserved knowledge 
of the script, including one man who had the characters tattooed on his back 
(he has since died) and an Alak man, Bun Nhong who was known as 
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Kommadam's secretary. Bun Nhong himself revealed his remarkable 
knowledge to us shortly before his death in 1998, writing out the characters 
and pronouncing them for us. 

Many Loven still revere the Kommadam as their last 'King*, and Bun Nhong's 
death was widely noted. Subsequently we were approached, and shown several 
of Kommadam's personal notebooks which survive under lock and key. With 
Bun Nhong's testament we were able to decipher the texts, some short 
examples of which we present below. 

We hope to be able to publish a full account of the writing system in the near 
future, 

liM dff a)K sh y]h jJfYi. n^ 

bilh tam hay qyang ngay hmoq xau 

come from location what we respect you(sg) 

'Where do you come from?* ^What's your name?' 

There are also numeric symbols: 

^::^ ^ V J^ li f \i n 

dJA (i)Qbj \^\> Tirh r\^ hs h^ uSJi 

muy bdr pe puan xang trau pah tham cin 

one two three four five six seven eight nine 

jlJc5^ Uoiri) y^iiyilnt)) J^^ H"^ J^ Ti^ 

ch pe cit pe cit xang klam ban mifn xen 

ten thirty thirty-five 100 1000 10,000 100,000 
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